
Leadership and Diversity INSIGHTS 

 

Co-dependent Leadership - Getting 
Managers to Make the Tough Moves 

"Job seekers are ‘feeling bullish’ about prospects for landing new employment or 
changing jobs, leaving employers more vulnerable to  defections."  

"Employers need to understand what keeps their empl oyees happy 
and motivated at work." 

Globe and Mail, February 1st, 2006   

People join companies, but they leave managers. Som etimes they leave the 
manager literally and resign from the organization.  Sometimes they leave the 
manager emotionally, remaining in the position and compliant with job 
requirements, but no longer committed to extending extra effort. 

In a recent Towers Perrin Global Workforce Study, w orking for a fair organization and 
being treated fairly was listed as the number ten f actor in why employees joined and 
remained with an organization. But this same factor jumped to number three as to 
whether the employee gave discretionary effort to t he leader and organization. Without 
good leadership, committed employees become only co mpliant employees. 

In the book, Escape from Oz - Leadership for the 21st Century , I discussed the four 
cornerstones of leadership: courage, insight, influ ence and self-discipline. Insight 
includes understanding who you are as a leader, you r conflict style, your industry’s 
trends and future, and who the people are on your t eam. The influence cornerstone 
includes your ability to coach, cheer, motivate and  persuade. Self-discipline is about the 
ability to consistently make tough decisions and fo llow through. The fourth, courage, is 
about taking risks, making tough choices and having  the difficult conversations. 

These four leadership cornerstones are held togethe r by a tension band called trust. If 
one of these components is ignored, we lose the ten sion in the ‘trust band’. So if you 
have a manager who hasn’t been focusing on all four  of the cornerstones - trust falls by 
the wayside and mere compliance takes over.  

If you are in HR, you may have heard a manager say,  “I love being a manager - except for 
dealing with people - I am not that excited about t hat part!” If you are a manager, you 



may have said these words yourself. This is perhaps  why some managers ignore key 
leadership issues and focus on the managerial side of their position. It is just easier. 

Unfortunately our decision to not have difficult co nversations or to make tough 
decisions has an impact. For example, if we don’t g ive the negative feedback required to 
change job performance, it can impact productivity and profitability. Time often 
acerbates a situation when we don’t deal with it im mediately. Staff members judge our 
ability as a leader negatively if they see that we don’t deal with other people’s poor 
performance. All of these lead to a slip from commi tted employees to mere compliant 
ones.   

What are the drivers of this inaction? 

1. Co-dependency. Technically, co-dependency is when a  person subjugates 
their needs to the needs of others. Often in the wo rkplace, co-dependency 
is about ‘secondary gain’. My willingness to do the  job as a manager or 
supervisor is ‘secondary’ to what I will gain by no t doing my job. Often 
what I will gain is to be liked or loved. For examp le, in a workplace where a 
manager is also friends or related to staff members , the desire to be liked is 
stronger than the desire to be respected or a good leader. The manager 
wants to ensure that they will not be ostracized in their non-work life. They 
may only work for your organization for a few years,  but they will have their 
relatives forever.  

2. Unwillingness. Does the manager think that if peopl e come and work for 
them, they should know what to do and how to do it?  That a manager 
shouldn’t have to explain or coach? Does the manage r believe that an 
employee shouldn’t be hired unless they can do the ‘complete’ job? 
Sometimes we think that we don’t need to be a leade r. Leadership is just 
not as important as the ‘real’ work the manager may  be doing.  

3. Cultural support for inaction. Have you heard ‘this  is where we are going’ 
but once you are on the path, up springs a huge inv isible wall stopping you 
from success? There might not be adequate resources , or people see your 
success as a negative reflection on their own lack of equal progress. An 
organization that dishes out cultural penance for th ose who put their neck 
out to achieve quickly turn managers into those who  turn away from tough 
decisions.  

4. Fear due to lack of knowledge. During a leadership audit several years ago, 
I came across a situation where it appeared that th ere may have been an 
abuse of power in violation to corporate policy. Or  it might have been 
harassment or bullying. The manager didn’t know - s o he did nothing. In 
many organizations where situations of poor leadersh ip, harassment, 
bullying, and abuse of power or violence occur, the  lack of knowledge of 
what is what and what to do paralyzes the manager. F ear of saying or doing 
the wrong thing becomes stronger than the desire to  take action. 
Particularly in issues of diversity, where we are a lready uncomfortable 
dealing with others we perceive to be different tha n ourselves, fear can 
easily lead to inaction.  



5. Accommodation or avoidance. Consider a manager who over promises to 
the client and when the project falls apart, blames  the staff and gives the 
client a discount. Is this the behaviour of a hopel ess leader? He 
overcommitted, did not support his team, did not ad dress conflict and 
practiced corporate plea bargaining with the end bi ll. Why did he behave 
the way he did? Conflict. Intellectually, we know t hat addressing conflict is 
often a good thing - it helps us grow and learn and  resolve issues. 
Emotionally, however, addressing conflict is a whol e different story. 
Emotionally, we feel addressing conflict is scary, painful and should be 
avoided at all costs. That is why this particular m anager took what he 
perceived to be an easier path - plea bargain the b ill to resolve the conflict 
quickly, then avoid the staff and hope it would all  go away. And it did until I 
was asked by senior management to perform a leaders hip audit on his unit. 
His turnover was the highest in the organization.  

There are many reasons why leaders don’t lead. When  we think we automatically 
know the reason, we are like the contractor with a hammer as his only tool. 
Everything looks like a nail. Leaders can be grown,  leaders can be developed. 
Few need to be tossed.  

 <<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<<< >>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>> 

Feel free to reprint the above in your organization 's newsletter or distribute to other staff. Please 
ensure that the following is at the bottom of the d ocument: "Jeanne Martinson is a best selling 
author and strategist on leading diverse workplaces . Through workshops and keynote 
presentations, she assists leaders in attracting, r etaining and engaging their ideal workforce. For 
more information or to download a complimentary cha pter from Jeanne's last two books, see 
www.martrain.org.”  
 


